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County Agent’s Notes:

May 27, 2002

The “Art” of growing tomatoes…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
In the past few days the number of calls and questions about tomato problems have
increased dramatically. Several factors are involved in this, including the lack of moisture in
much of the area, and abnormally low temperatures. Both of these conditions favor disease
organisms and the means by which diseases are spread.
When moisture is low, tiny flying insects called thrips move from wild plants into the
garden, and bring with them the virus that causes spotted wilt, our most disastrous tomato
disease. Since it is caused by a virus, spotted wilt has no real “cure” as might be expected with
diseases caused by fungi or bacteria. The spotted wilt virus does not rapidly kill the tomato plant
as some other diseases do, but it prevents the plant from growing and fruiting properly, and any
fruit that are produced will be undesirable.
The first indication of spotted wilt is dark splotching on the younger leaves near the top
of the plant. These dark splotches, combined with abnormal cupping and malformation of the
young leaves shows that the disease is present. The symptoms appear in the tender growth first
because thrips prefer to feed on the tender tissue, and while feeding inject the virus into the plant.
Although we have in the past recommended that plants affected by spotted wilt be
destroyed completely, I have learned from some of you that an alternative method may be worth
trying. Since the disease is first found in the top of the plant, this portion may be pruned off
before the virus has a chance to spread to the rest of the plant. When you see the symptoms of
the disease, clip off the uppermost ten to twelve inches of the portion affected, and either bury or
burn this part. Then immediately spray all plants with a good insecticide such as diazinon or
permethrin to kill the thrips and prevent the spread of the disease. Watch all plants, and prune
off any affected terminals that show symptoms, repeating the spray every 3 to 4 days until no
further symptoms are found.
While you are spraying, include a fungicide such as daconil or dithane to head off
infection by fungal diseases like early blight and late blight. Unlike spotted wilt, these diseases
appear first in the lower portion of the plant, with leaves first turning yellow and then brown.
The fungicide will prevent infection and spread of these fungal diseases, and the insecticide will
prevent thrips activity that transmits spotted wilt virus. The fungicide has no affect on spotted
wilt, but it will help with several fungal diseases.
Now lets get into a little technique. One of the biggest problems we have with home
gardens is that people tend to soak plants with chemicals, often causing serious leaf burn that is
often worse than the disease they are attempting to control. It’s difficult to change habits like

this, but lets try. First, mix the spray material properly: put two tablespoons (one ounce) of each
of the pesticides into a gallon of water. Then add two tablespoons of a good liquid soap such as
Ivory or Dawn. A gallon of solution in a 2 to 3 gallon sprayer works very well because it leaves
room for the air that will be compressed by the pump.
Pump up the pressure in the sprayer until it gets difficult to operate the plunger; this will
normally give 30 to 40 pounds of operating pressure. Set the spray tip to “mist” and start
spraying. Hold the tip away from the leaves and just allow it to drift onto the leaves gently.
Move the spray wand around, not allowing leaves to get soaked. This will prevent scalding that
is so often a problem. You can usually spray as you walk slowly along both sides of each row,
spraying each side with mist. Stop and pump when the pressure drops, keeping a fine mist type
spray.
Just a note about cleanliness; be sure the sprayer is clean before using. Never use a
sprayer that has been used to spray weed killer. It’s a good idea to have two sprayers; one for
“good” chemicals, and one for “bad” chemicals. Mark them so you can’t get them mixed up, and
avoid loaning or borrowing sprayers because you can never be sure what your neighbor has used
in a sprayer.
The old idea that “if a little is good, then a lot is better” does not work for today’s
pesticides. Read and follow the label directions as well as you can. Dust products also work
well for these applications, but they are more difficult to apply correctly. A good dust machine
is necessary, and you should wear a filter mask to prevent inhalation of the product. In fact,
using a mask is a good idea for all chemicals, whether in liquid or dust form.
Time of application is also important. Late afternoon is usually a good time except when
rain is likely. Normally, winds are calm at this time, and dew will soon fall to aid in spreading
the chemical. Insects and fungal diseases are usually most active at night, so they will encounter
fresh chemical that should provide the best control. Should you happen to get the plants a little
too wet with chemical, the night will prevent the possibility of having direct sunlight add to the
damage.
Some of these thoughts are from Extension publications, some are from successful
gardeners, and some are my own. The should work well for all garden crops, not just tomatoes.
Use them as you see fit. We will need rain for good gardens, but hopefully we can avoid at least
some of the pest problems. I know I am difficult to reach at this busy time, but call and I will do
my best to help you. Our office phone number is
. Thanks for your time.

